
Agenda Item 2.8.1 

AFSC MML California Current Ecosystem Program Description 

25 March 2016 

 

Alaska Fisheries Science Center’s Marine Mammal Laboratory California 
Current Ecosystem Program: Addressing Information Needs of the West 

Coast Region 

The California Current Ecosystem Program investigates marine mammal issues throughout the 
California Current in Washington, Oregon and California with the primary goal of supporting the 
West Coast Region’s information needs. Current research projects include two cetaceans (gray 
whale and harbor porpoise) and five pinnipeds (Pacific harbor seal, California sea lion, Steller 
sea lion, Northern fur seal, Guadalupe fur seal). The research focuses on the functional 
relationships of marine mammals in the California Current Ecosystem in an effort to meet the 
mandates of the Marine Mammal Protection Act, the Endangered Species Act and to inform 
management for policy decisions. Areas of investigation include: 

• Modeling environment-prey-California sea lion relationships (e.g., Melin et al. 2012a)  
• Assessing population status and trends of Pacific Coast Feeding group of gray whales, 

Inland Washington harbor porpoise, harbor seals, California sea lions, Steller sea lions 
and California Stock of northern fur seals (e.g., Huber et al. 2010)  

• Assessment of vital rates for use in population models (e.g., Melin et al. 2012b)  
• Population health – emerging diseases, natural toxins, anthropogenic contaminants and 

general health monitoring  (e.g., Cortés-Hinojosa et al. 2016, Randhawa et al. 2015) 
• Early human exploitation of marine mammals to inform future management (e.g., 

Erlandson et al. 2015, Rick et al. 2011) 
• Multi-ecosystem collaborative studies of Steller sea lion vital rates and northern fur seal 

foraging ecology and population dynamics (e.g., Lea et al. 2010, Melin et al. 2012c) 
• Assessment of pinniped diet and foraging ecology (e.g., Orr et al. 2011) 

 
Collaborations 

• Government 
o NMFS AFSC Alaska Ecosystem Program to assess vital rates of Steller sea lions and 

foraging ecology of northern fur seals in three LME’s 
o NMFS SWFSC Marine Mammal and Turtle Division (Mark Lowry), Environmental 

Research Division (Steven Bograd, Elliot Hazen, Isaac Schroeder), California Current 
Integrated Ecosystem Program  

o NMFS NWFSC Columbia River marine mammal predation of ESA listed salmonids, 
contaminants in California sea lions, and harbor seal genetics for studies of Puget 
Sound ecosystem 



o NMFS Ocean Media Center for outreach and communication of NMFS science 
o Channel Islands National Park in support of NPS resource management and outreach 
o NMFS Marine Mammal Health and Stranding Program in support of health 

assessments of pinnipeds 
o Bureau of Ocean Energy Management to assess sea lion use of oil and gas platforms 

in California for MMPA purposes 
o U.S. Navy for sea lion population assessment at San Nicolas Island and use of Navy 

facilities in Puget Sound Washington for MMPA purposes 
o Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife for marine mammal assessments and 

foraging behavior of California sea lion males in Washington  
o Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife for marine mammal assessments in Oregon 

studies of vital rates of Steller sea lions 
o NMFS Office of Science and Technology for NMFS Animal Care and Use Policy and 

NW/AK Centers’ IACUC 
o Alaska Department of Fish and Game for studies of Steller sea lion vital rates 
o International Whaling Commission for Gray whale assessments  
o Smithsonian Institution  University for studies of zooarcheological assessments of 

pinniped communities in the last 3000 years of the Holocene 
o  

• Universities 
o University of California Davis, University of California Los Angeles, Colorado State 

University, University of Florida and University of Kentucky for studies of disease in 
pinnipeds 

o University of California Santa Cruz for studies of vital rates and foraging ecology of 
sea lions  

o University of Oregon, , San Diego State University for studies of zooarcheological 
assessments of pinniped communities in the last 3000 years of the Holocene 

o University of New Mexico for diet studies using stable isotopes 
o San Diego State University for and diet studies using stable isotopes 
o University of St. Andrews, Scotland; University of Bergen, Norway; University of 

Washington; and Louisiana State University for development of population models 
• Private/non-profit 

o The Marine Mammal Center for anesthesia support and investigations of disease in 
otariid seals 

o Cascadia Research Collective conducts Gray whale photo ID matching and catalog 
maintenance 

o Makah Tribal Fisheries in support of Gray whale and Steller sea lion photo ID 
o Sea World San Diego for disease and nutrition studies in California sea lions 
o Seattle Aquarium for northern fur seal and harbor seal outreach to communicate 

NMFS science to the public 
o West Coast Stranding Centers for outreach and education of seal and sea lion biology 

 
Outreach and Education 
 

• Educational curriculum for elementary schools and high schools 



o Elementary school curriculum on Killer Whales grades 2-3 
(http://www.afsc.noaa.gov/education/Activities/springer_curriculum.htm). 

o Elementary school curriculum on northern fur seals grades K-6 
(http://www.afsc.noaa.gov/education/Activities/northernfursealcurriculum.htm) 

o Draft High School curriculum on the MMPA using gray whale harvest numbers 
and MMPA timeline (MMPA_V2_CS6.pdf) 

• Seattle Aquarium.  We work with Aquarium staff and MML scientists to provide 
information to the 800,000 visitors to the Aquarium each year through the display kiosk 
showcasing NOAA northern fur seal research and though participation in Marine 
Mammal Mania showcasing harbor seal and fur seal research and biology as well as  
other projects involving NOAA science. 
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